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Abstract
TheCOVID-19 pandemic has forced researchers around the globe in every discipline imaginable into a position,where they have to

provide justification for the relevanceof theirwork.This represents a sharp acceleration in anunderlying trend towarddemonstrat-

ing greater impact for research, as evidenced in the UK by assessments such as Pathways to Impact statements in grant applications

and Research Excellence Framework (REF) Impact Case Studies. Music psychology is ideally positioned at the nexus of a numberof

different larger fields to afford strategic relevance of some kind, and somework ismore obviously placed to do so, such as themany

intervention projects harnessing instrumental benefits of music which are explicitly designed to improve people’s lives. However, I
argue that the fundamental power of music (in and of itself as well as in other areas) provides everyone in the field with inherent

potential impact. Using the case study of a recent project, I am leading on people’s favorite music choices, which turned into some-
thing of value to many of its participants almost overnight, I illustrate how serendipity can be developed into strategy. Drawing on

insights fromanalysis of people’s accounts of their favoritemusic, I showhow the fundamental premise thatmusicmatters to people

givesmusic psychology research a head start in its quest for relevance, placing this inwiderdebates about the relevance ofmusic, the

arts, and culture to post-COVID-19 life.
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This paper stems from a keynote presentation I gave at the
SEMPRE conference in September 2020 on The role of music
psychology research in a complexworld: Implications, applica-
tions, and debates. As such it is a personal account of my own
perspectives and experiences intertwined with those of others,
reflecting on these experiences in the wider context of an
increased focus on impact and applicability in research in
general and also in the immediate frame of the COVID-19
global pandemic which has had some fundamental impact of
its own. From a consideration of the wider impact agenda and
the current place of music psychology, I draw on a case study
of research conducted over the past 12 months and use this to
draw out more general points for the future development of
the discipline.

Making a Difference: The Impact Agenda
The general trend toward justifying one’s salary and
resource as an academic researcher is wrapped up in the

impact agenda (Holbrook, 2017; Penfield et al., 2014). In
addition to making a difference within academia, as evi-
denced and now assessed by factors such as the number
of publications, citations, and the impact factor of the jour-
nal’s work is published in (Chapman et al., 2019), there is
an emphasis on demonstrating impact outside academia.
In the UK, research councils require prospective grant
holders to demonstrate that their research will make a differ-
ence: this agenda has been increasing over past years with
an eye on justifying resources. The national Research
Excellence Framework (REF) assessment in the UK
included, in 2014, a requirement to capture impact,
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defined as “an effect on, change or benefit to the economy,
society, culture, public policy or services, health, the envi-
ronment or quality of life, beyond academia” (REF2014,
2011), and universities were required to submit impact
case studies documenting and demonstrating this impact
(summarized in HEFCE, 2015, and detailed at https://
impact.ref.ac.uk/casestudies/). This agenda is mirrored else-
where: research impact is one of the three core values of the
European funding programs (van der Akker & Spaapen,
2017), and in the US National Science Foundation
“broader impacts of proposed research” are also required
alongside “intellectual merit” (Holbrook, 2012).

It has been argued that both impact and engagement are
rooted in neoliberalism (Holbrook, 2017), and critics have
claimed that the competitive regulatory mechanisms of
impact criteria in funding decisions are damaging to aca-
demic freedom from interference (Allen, 2014; Holbrook,
2017). Indeed, the REF impact agenda has been described
as a “Frankenstein monster” (Martin, 2011), and the pres-
sures of evaluation of research have been cited as devaluing
“blue skies” research and discouraging researchers from
work where no clear external impact is predicted (Kelly
& McNicoll, 2011). Furthermore, even embedded in the
UK REF, there are competing pressures, with research of
substantial theoretical importance also being prioritized:
such work does not sit easily alongside research with exter-
nal impact (Kelly & McNicoll, 2011). Nonetheless, many
funders, universities, and researchers have adopted this
agenda to provide justification for their activities, following
a broad moral imperative to make research accessible or
usable. This also aligns with the Knowledge Exchange
agenda which has more recently set out guidelines and
assessment criteria for external engagement with research
findings (Johnson, 2020; https://kef.ac.uk/).

In the light of this context, what can or should we be
doing in research as music psychologists? How far does
the impact agenda influence what we can achieve, and
how does it affect the development of the field?

What Music Psychology Is
Music itself plays a central part of everyday life from before
birth to old age in every known culture (Blacking, 1969).
While there have been debates over whether music can
have any utility beyond aesthetic pleasure, prompted by
Pinker’s famous description of music as “auditory cheese-
cake” (1997), empirical evidence is converging from a
range of perspectives that music does have a considerable
impact on human life and may be fundamental in the devel-
opment of culture and society (e.g., Schulkin & Raglan,
2014). Thus, the topic matter puts music psychologists at
a clear advantage when thinking about the potential
impact of their work.

To understand the role and the impact of music on
people, contemporary music psychology has brought
together a range of different core disciplines, including

music history, musicology, music analysis, ethnomusicol-
ogy, music education, psychology, and music therapy.
More recently, it has touched on wider fields such as neuro-
science, sociology, philosophy, economics, and health. In a
review of the published output in the journal Music
Perception from 1983 to 2010, Tirovolas and Levitin
(2011) identify authors coming from the disciplines of
music, psychology, neuroscience, technology/computer
science, and cognitive science. The most highly cited
work spanned a range of topics including meter, pulse,
tempo and timing, tonality, musical structure, and
emotion, and included one article on birdsong among the
remainder of articles about human perception and cogni-
tion. More recently, Anglada-Tort and Sanfilippo (2019)
reviewed a broader selection of 2,089 peer-reviewed arti-
cles in the three major journals in the field, Psychology of
Music, Music Perception, and Musicae Scientiae from
1973 to 2017. In addition to a steady increase in the
amount of research, their analysis also provided an indica-
tion of the key topics from 2005 to 2017 (when keywords
were available).

This shows a great breadth of topics including rhythm
and pitch, creativity and improvisation, music training
and performance, motivation, music therapy, preferences,
well-being, everyday life, background music, emotion,
and mood regulation. The field thus has the potential to
connect with a broad range of audiences and potential ben-
eficiaries. The importance of music to humans and the mul-
tidisciplinary position of music psychology provide
excellent starting points for the ability to connect with
and generate research of relevance to a range of audiences
both within and beyond the academy.

What Music Psychology Can Be
To provide some framework for thinking about impact,
I refer to Sloboda’s call to action begun in a conference
paper given in 2004 and further articulated in press a year
later (2005a, available online). Sloboda challenged the
research community at the time, before the impact agenda
had really taken hold, to think about the relevance of their
work. His challenge was simple yet provocative:

“suppose all the music psychology in the world had never been
written, and was expunged from the collective memory of the
world, as if it had never existed, how would music and musi-
cians be disadvantaged? Would composers compose less
good music, would performers cease to perform so well,
would those who enjoy listening to it enjoy it any less
richly?” (Sloboda, 2005a, p. 395).

Reviewing the field, Sloboda (2005a) searched for
research on the social benefits of music using the
CAIRSS and PsycINFO databases. It may surprise
readers now to discover that there were only 14 articles
for the period 1983–2003, covering the topics of care of
the elderly, child development and education, and
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therapy. Following Sloboda’s approach and repeating this
review from 2003 to 2021, a search of PsycINFO alone
returns 441 articles in peer-reviewed journals. These
cover a very wide range of topics including those men-
tioned in the preceding period but also an emphasis on
health-related areas (e.g., social prescribing, stroke, demen-
tia, Parkinson’s disease, depression, mental health, and
well-being), neurological benefits, studies of people in dis-
advantage, special education, prejudice, and criminal
justice. If social benefit is a guiding principle, the field
has clearly expanded during the past two decades.

Sloboda (2005a) also provided an in-depth and personal
evaluation of the privileged situation of the music psychol-
ogy researcher and the social responsibility this brings.
While his account is based on his own biography and the
intertwining of events in world politics such as the ending
of the Cold War, the Aids crisis, and the Iraq War, he pro-
vides a typology that describes four successive levels of
social engagement which can apply to all in relation to
what he terms the social good of research. Level 1 is a sen-
sitivity to the historic and accepted academic norms that
research makes a contribution, that research activity
should be conducted with integrity and according to
ethical norms about the treatment of participants, that
knowledge should be public, and that researchers should
communicate their work freely and publicly. Level 2 is
described as a sensitivity to applicability, encompassing
work that has practical or policy implications and where
the researcher takes steps to explore, develop, or promote
that applicability. Level 3 is a more integrated focus on
applicability, whereby the research is explicitly designed
to have practical or policy applications through the choice
of topics and is often developed as well as conducted
with the involvement of appropriate beneficiaries (such as
patient groups or industry). Finally, Level 4 is characterized
by a focus on core values as a guiding principle for research,
where the social good is given a higher priority than appli-
cability per se.

There has been a rapid acceleration in the impact agenda
and an ever-changing social, historical, and political envi-
ronment, but these levels of focus are still highly relevant
when thinking about the range of research taking place in
music psychology today. Research has definitely moved
on from Sloboda’s statement in 2005 that “few University
researchers are explicitly encouraged to put social benefit
at the top of their work agendas”. Looking from the
outside, it is harder to infer whether impactful research is
best described as at Levels 3 or 4, as the personal
agendas and values of the researchers are not typically
shared in public. However, there is a great deal of new
research in music psychology and music science which
can be characterized as at least at Level 3: applicability in
terms of choice of research, and to projects which we can
characterize as of significant social value. Many projects
are now designed and directed to be of benefit to specific
targeted populations (those with health conditions, the
homeless, those with learning difficulties, and so on),

often with user groups from these populations involved
from the outset. To give just a few illustrative examples,
Mantie-Kozlowski et al. (2018) studied enjoyment in
singing groups for five people with aphasia and their care-
givers, finding high enjoyment levels, a preference for
singing familiar music and singing songs with words, and
lowered stress in caregivers. Reimnitz and Silverman
(2020) explored preferred music listening in adult oncology
patients, finding symptomatic relief through music listening
due to emotional release and aesthetic pleasure. Work of
this kind in the current special issue includes Barradas
et al.’s (2021) study of emotional responses to music in
people with dementia. These selective examples serve to
illustrate how projects can be designed to make a differ-
ence, with outcomes of direct relevance for the targeted
populations and also those in similar situations.

As well as explicitly applicable research of the types out-
lined above, there is also much in the recent review of social
benefit research that can be characterized at Level 2: pro-
jects which seem intended to explore a research area rigor-
ously and robustly but also generating outcomes that have
applicability. For instance, studies of music and exercise
(e.g., Plante et al., 2011) show how the social context of
exercise (including music, with a friend, alone, indoors,
or outdoors) affects students’ mood, enjoyment, and psy-
chological function. These findings have clear potential
benefits for a range of applied fields, as the authors high-
light, where enhancing exercise could have a dramatic
impact on health outcomes such as cancer, obesity, and
other life-threatening illnesses. Rosenberg et al. (2021)
explored connections between childhood trauma, music lis-
tening, and personality, finding subtle differences in the
ways men and women used music and the effects it had
on well-being: this has clinically relevant outcomes for
developing music-based coping strategies in mental
health. Similarly, finding out more about amateur musicians
and their levels of well-being (e.g., Lamont & Ranaweera,
2019) provides useful information that can be applied by
those running music groups and teaching music to children
and adults in order that initiatives can be more carefully tar-
geted and designed.

In addition, although not found in a search for “social
impact”, there is much valuable scientific inquiry focused
on Level 1, and in particular, the move toward open
research and an enhanced emphasis on integrity and repro-
ducibility is making its own valuable contribution to the
rigor of the discipline (Eerola, 2018; Jensenius, 2020). As
such standards become commonplace and accepted, the
quality of work in more applied fields also rises, and its
ability to convince audiences is also enhanced. In a curi-
ously democratized climate where everyone is now an
expert, adhering to high standards of academic integrity
becomes one way to distinguish researchers from armchair
commentators, and this work is fundamental for the future
of the discipline.

In the rest of this paper, I develop an argument about
the importance of considering research practice from the
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ground up, starting with fundamental ethical questions
and in particular, looking at how research might be
moved onwards in the (social) impact agenda. I do so
by using my own project adapted under COVID-19 and
share thoughts behind decisions made as well as provid-
ing an overview of the project and some preliminary
findings.

Serendipity, Strategy, and Surviving a
Global Pandemic
The research project I use to illustrate how music psychol-
ogy researchers might navigate the impact agenda draws
on a trajectory of my own work on music preferences,
conducted on my own as well as with many others.
Over the last 15 years, I have been adopting a mainly
qualitative approach to understand what music people
like and what it means to them (e.g., Greasley et al.,
2013; Lamont & Webb, 2010; Sanfilippo et al., 2020),
what people’s most significant musical experiences are
and why (Lamont, 2011), and how preferred music can
help in applied contexts such as exercise (Hallett &
Lamont, 2019).

I was about to begin a period of research leave which
was intended to be spent looking at musical memories as
a way into music preference through a series of detailed
experimental studies, following up on work done in the pre-
vious 2 years (Lamont & Crich, 2021). The additional funds
to support this series of studies through research salary and
participant payments were unfortunately not forthcoming,
and so I had to turn to a Plan B: what could be done with
my academic time without additional external funding?

Plan B began prior to COVID-19 as an in-person study
of members of the public’s favorite music along the lines of
the BBC radio program Desert Island Discs, familiar to
many music fans and Radio 4 listeners in the United
Kingdom (Magee, 2012). The program, which has been
running since the 1940s, is based around the premise that
guests are invited to imagine they are being cast away to
a desert island. They preselect eight pieces of music to
take with them, and are then interviewed about their life
story and their music choices in a narrative life history inter-
view. Celebrity guests are chosen from all walks of life, and
the interviews shed light on their personal lives, the impor-
tance of key events, and the relevance of their music
choices.

The BBC has created an archive of the program with
details of the guests and their choices from 1942 onwards
and audio recordings of the programs themselves from
the 1980s (BBC, undated). While there can be limitations
to the credibility of public-facing narratives (e.g., Littler,
2017), this resource nonetheless provides a rich source of
data on the highly personal nature of people’s relationships
with music (Brown et al., 2017), and has also inspired a few
music-psychological studies. Knox and MacDonald (2017)
explored the music chosen across the entire span of the

program in relation to the personality of the celebrity, mea-
sured by proxy in relation to their occupation type. Using
machine coding, they were able to identify some trends in
chosen music, such as a preference for sophisticated
music found by more artistic occupations and a preference
for unpretentious and contemporary music by more socially
oriented occupations. At a more individual level, Loveday
et al. (2020) explored a selection of 80 interviews looking
at the connections between personally relevant music and
the self-defining period in autobiographical memory.
They found that half of the music choices dated to
between 10 and 30 years of age, with songs most often
linked to memories of a person, period, or place. Their find-
ings provide important confirmation of the importance of
identity in social development, and of the longevity of
memories around music across the lifespan.

I had already begun my own exploration of this archive
looking at what it could highlight about music preferences
(Lamont et al., 2018), and Loveday and I have articulated
the similarities and differences between our memory and
preference perspectives on this dataset in an earlier paper
(Lamont & Loveday, 2020). My intention was to continue
the Desert Island Discs study by interviewing members of
the public about their own eight favorite pieces of music
and their life stories. Prompted by conversations with pro-
spective participants who said they had their own list
ready to go, I had anticipated that these conversations
would be pleasant and engaging ways into music prefer-
ences that would shed light on influences, the emotions
music evokes, and what kind of music different people
chose. Using Sloboda’s categorization of impact, this
study was theoretically grounded and based on existing lit-
erature, and I hoped it would have a Level 2 outcome in that
it might shed light on elements of musical preference which
would have implications for people working in more
applied areas.

The Impact of COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally changed
many aspects of life, but its impact on research has been
dramatic (Corbera et al., 2020). Research priorities around
the world have sharply shifted toward the applied and util-
itarian, and the pace of such research has also quickened
(Dinis-Oliviera, 2020). At what was originally set as the
highest level of lockdown at my own institution in the
second quarter of 2020, only COVID-19-related research
was permitted to take place. As restrictions eased they did
so in relation to the extent to which they were “critical”,
with funded critical research on other topics allowed first,
followed by funded or critical research.

This has led to a proliferation of COVID-19-related
funding opportunities and research studies, with many
researchers looking creatively at how they could apply
their knowledge, skills, theories, and approaches to what
is arguably the second most urgent (after climate change)
but certainly the most immediately impactful social and
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political priority of our times. Studies have sprung up
around not only the science of the virus (and in music,
issues such as aerosol transmission in rehearsal spaces,
e.g., Mürbe et al., 2021) but also from a more human per-
spective on attitudes toward vaccination (Sherman et al.,
2020), studies of social isolation and loneliness (Banerjee
& Rai, 2020; Williams et al., 2020) and, more recently,
work looking at more adaptive coping strategies for
dealing with COVID-19 such as gratitude (Jans-Beken,
2021) or spirituality (Kang et al., 2020). In music psychol-
ogy, many researchers have pivoted toward
COVID-19-related projects, gathering data on many
aspects of the role of music during the pandemic. A
MUSICOVID international research network sprang up in
April 2020 with an initial event in May 2020 including
around 250 network members, and this has led to a
Frontiers Research Topic on the role of music during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Hansen et al., 2021b), with 43 arti-
cles accepted to date covering topics such as the pandemic’s
impact on arts professionals, online improvisation and
singing, parenting and caregiving. Some of this research
has focused on topics, including the emotional impact of
COVID-19 on music choices and connections to music
related to the current project, such as Krause et al.’s
(2021) study of music listening improving life satisfaction
at the start of the pandemic, or Yeung’s (2020) study
finding nostalgia affected Spotify listening habits under
lockdown.

Returning to my own proposed research, I found
myself in a situation that will be familiar to many
researchers, particularly those engaged in doctoral or
funded research under time pressure, needing to adapt
my study to the new research environment and reconsider
the entire project from the ground up. Crisis often forces a
re-evaluation, and this was a substantial one. The first and
most pressing issue was ethics at Level 1. What, if any-
thing, could a music psychologist do in a global pan-
demic? Was it ethically responsible to ask people
struggling with lockdown, illness, and caring responsibil-
ities to actually take part in what initially seemed like a
frivolous piece of research? As Jowett put it (2020),
“researchers should consider whether asking people to
participate in research at this time will put them under
any additional unnecessary stress”. To spend my time
usefully and contribute something of value involved a
radical rethink.

In addition to my own work on the emotional signifi-
cance of musical experiences and memories (e.g.,
Lamont, 2011), over the 2010s, several researchers had
been highlighting the multiple benefits of engagement
with music listening1. An increasing focus on the functions
of music listening was becoming clear, stemming from
early work by Juslin and Laukka (2004). T. Schäfer and
Sedlmeier (2009) highlighted the importance of mood,
arousal, and emotional benefits, and Groarke and Hogan
(2016) illustrated how younger adult listeners emphasized
mood regulation and social connection while older listeners

emphasized transcendence and personal growth as the most
important outcomes. In particular, research was illustrating
that when people experienced distress they often sought
solace in music (Garrido & Schubert, 2011, Skånland,
2013, Taruffi & Koelsch, 2014, Van den Tol & Edwards,
2011).

A key influence in my rethinking was Schäfer and col-
leagues’ investigations of music as social surrogacy. In an
attitude study (K. Schäfer & Eerola, 2020), they found
music was felt to be a temporary substitute for social inter-
action through the process of evoking memories of either
time or place (cf. Loveday et al., 2020). In an experimental
approach (K. Schäfer et al., 2020), they found that music
listening (to either comforting or distracting music, but
importantly chosen by the participants) reduced loneliness
and enhanced empathy.

This evidence prior to the pandemic that music listening
could serve an important role of comfort and solace in
challenging times provided the impetus for a rethinking
of the original interview project about favorite music
which would not only address Level 1 ethical principles,
but move further on in terms of giving something valuable
to people dealing with challenging situations. The
pandemic-enforced lockdown in 2020 provided such an
opportunity to not only gather important data on how lis-
teners were using and responding to their favorite music,
but also provide them with a potentially beneficial
resource in the toolkit. In the original Desert Island
Discs interviews, a researcher would visit the guest in
advance to gather their chosen favorite records and essen-
tially plan out the interview, including agreeing on the
topics to be covered. The process of identifying eight
favorite pieces of music might not be straightforward,
and this allowed guests time to make considered choices.
I had already intended to ask for some advance preparation
on the part of my participants in choosing their music, so it
was a relatively simple step to reframe the work entirely
and provide the materials to allow participants to carry
out the entire process in their own time.

Another important addition to the project emerged from
developing the do-it-yourself toolkit. On the BBC
program, guests are interviewed for approximately
45 min and, as first introduced by Kirsty Young in the
2000s, a short clip of each track is played to them during
the interview. Guests sometimes provide immediate
responses to the music during the interview. The challenge
of asking people about music listening situations has been
a long-standing one in music psychology research.
Typically, in-depth interviews ask people to reflect back
on their experiences at some considerable distance from
the event (Rubin & Rubin, 2012), and many interview or
focus group studies about music follow this approach
(e.g., Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007; T. Schäfer et al.,
2014; van den Tol & Edwards, 2011). Some research
has adopted different techniques to try to circumvent
this. For instance, in our interview study of favorite
music and people’s music collections (Greasley et al.,
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2013), participants were interviewed at home and invited
to play the music they were talking about. Similarly,
Sanfilippo et al. (2020) asked people to shuffle their
iPod or other listening device and play the results before
reflecting on what the music meant to them. Leaving par-
ticipants to work through a toolkit in their own time
allowed me to invite participants to actively engage with
their own music. Rather than just reflecting on the eight
pieces, they were asked to actually play them and then
give a written response, akin to the solicited diary techni-
que described by Meth (2017). This additional element
both enhanced the research findings in terms of accessing
hitherto challenging kinds of data and also provided a
resource: a listening toolkit that would most likely evoke
a sense of nostalgia, connection, and comfort for
participants.

The International Dimension
Another change in working habits that has emerged through
the pandemic is the ease with which we now communicate
online. Setting up an international team would have seemed
a daunting task prior to the pandemic, with the need to coor-
dinate diaries, technology, and resources. However, in ser-
endipity, I had an Italian intern working with me on an
Erasmus-funded project in early 2020 and since we could
not pursue this research which required face-to-face
contact, we diverted the project to generating an Italian lan-
guage version of the study. Talking about the project with
colleagues and having launched it in English and Italian,
it became clear that there was demand for a Spanish lan-
guage version, and I was able to recruit a willing academic
researcher to support this, and a team of Greek research col-
leagues and friends volunteered to create a Greek language
version. It felt like a long way from the small Plan B sabbat-
ical project, but I have been extremely grateful for the input
and support of the team (Catherine Loveday, Liila Taruffi,
Benedetta Sbrollini, Amalia Casas-Mas, Christina
Anagnostopoulou, Christiana Adamopoulou, Katerina
Drakoulaki, Angeliki Triantafyllaki, Joy Vamvakaris, and
Tasos Mavrolampados).

The Desert Island Discs Toolkit
Due to the international nature of the project, no assump-
tions could be made that potential participants would
know about the BBC’s Desert Island Discs program.
Thus, participants were given a brief explanation of the
premise behind the original program and asked to
imagine themselves in the same situation of being cast
away on a desert island with only eight pieces of music
(as well as a book and a luxury). Figure 1 shows a visual
representation of the island scenario used for promotion.
The toolkit was developed to structure the phases of
engagement and to be offered in as flexible a manner as pos-
sible. Two different versions were produced: a Word file for
participants to complete offline, or a series of 10 interlinked
Qualtrics surveys to follow through the steps. The first step
was a preparation phase: participants were asked to identify
their eight favorite pieces of music, and if responding
online, to also give some background demographic data.
Following this came a listening and reflecting phase,
where they were asked to take each of the eight pieces, in
turn, listen to it, reflect on its importance, and describe
this in text form: “why is it important to you?”. After the
eight pieces came a final reflection, where participants
were asked to look back over the listening experience,
talk briefly about their own life story to provide context,
and following the format of the BBC program, to select a
book and a luxury to take with them as well as choosing
their favorite from the eight pieces. Finally, participants
were asked to reflect on the desert island scenario and, if rel-
evant, compare it to lockdown.

As noted earlier, one major advantage to this in contrast
to the original design was the addition of the listening step
in the central phase of the research. This allowed partici-
pants time to reflect and to explore any well-being benefits,
as well as to listen to as much of the music as they wanted
(which might be an entire symphony or opera). Other
advantages were that participants were free to complete
the study as quickly or slowly as they wished, and the flex-
ibility in the mode of presentation was also helpful to meet
different levels of technical competence and access to the
Internet. The final benefit from a research perspective was
that once submitted, after joining up participants’ responses
from each step of the online study, data were ready for anal-
ysis without requiring a long process of transcription.

Promotion and Recruitment
Social isolation in the early stages of lockdowns across the
world in spring 2020 was at a relatively high level
(Williams et al., 2020), and thus we decided to create
some appealing recruitment materials to support this
study. In addition to the main project webpage (www.
instrumentaljourneys.com/diy-desert-island-discs), which
contained a detailed description of what the study required
as well as links to the different language versions, we gen-
erated videos in each of the four languages to be used on the

Figure 1. Desert Island image used for promotion (Source:

image by Hoobychubes from Pixabay).
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website and on social media (Facebook and Twitter). Each
short video consisted of a member of the research team
speaking directly to potential participants, inviting them
to take the opportunity to reflect on their favorite music in
a rewarding setting while also contributing to our research.
Without excessive prompting, participants were reminded
that music can provide comfort and solace particularly in
times of challenge.

The team promoted the study to their own contacts, col-
leagues, students, friends, and family through direct word
of mouth and also through advertising on social media.
The project videos were also boosted by paid advertising
on Facebook to targeted populations (e.g., people in large
cities in the UK, USA, and Australia with substantial pop-
ulations of both English and other language speakers such
as Melbourne, Australia (large Greek population) as well
as people in Italy, Spain, and South America) over 6
weeks between April and May 2020. These proved
extremely successful in reaching a large number of
people. From a small budget of £400, our video promotion
was presented to almost a quarter of a million people
(248,821), with over 60,000 (60,715) people choosing to
play through the videos. Over 90,000 people were pre-
sented with our posts (including images and text), while
nearly 2,500 (2,442) clicked through to our website to
find out more about the study.

A Facebook project page was set up for the research,
with the intention that this would provide a space for partic-
ipants to connect with one another and share stories of their
favorite music. Unfortunately, this did not prove popular, as
it seemed that people preferred to keep their stories private
between themselves and the research team. The same fate
befell the Twitter hashtag #DIYDesertIslandDiscs as
Twitter was overwhelmed with COVID-19-related infor-
mation and also other competing activities. For example,
the BBC launched their own Desert Island Discs for the
public in May 2020, gathering information used in a
public program featuring NHS workers broadcast on June
5, 2020 and leaving #DesertIslandDiscsChallenge as a
lasting hashtag for people to compile and share their eight-
track listing and luxury (which also did not attract a great
deal of interest).

Engaging the Public in Music Psychology
Research During COVID-19
Engagement with the study over the first 12 months can be
seen in Table 1. The project idea generated a lot of interest
internationally, but the numbers of completions were rela-
tively small, with dropout at different stages. The vast
majority of participants completed the study in the first
few months after launch, that is, during the first
COVID-19 lockdown of 2020.

Different reasons can be identified for the levels of attri-
tion shown here. First, life has become more pressured
under COVID-19. While some people are working

comfortably from home, many have had additional stressors
such as childcare (Adams et al., 2021), caring for sick rela-
tives and the elderly (Carers UK, 2020), and illness and
ongoing health complications of their own (Davis et al.,
2021). The transition to online working has added
demands to most people’s working lives (Oakman et al.,
2020), people are experiencing high levels of mental dis-
tress (Novotny et al., 2020), and for some unemployment
has created serious financial and emotional pressures
(Posel et al., 2021). Thus while interest in the study was
high, as illustrated by a large number of clicks and views,
the percentage of people following through to the project
website was considerably smaller, and attrition also contin-
ued throughout the study itself.

Second, choosing eight pieces of music is not a simple
task. Previous research in this area has found people
either find the task limiting, having difficulty narrowing
their list down to eight, or overwhelming in that finding
eight pieces is difficult (Loveday, personal communica-
tion). In the current data, very few people named all eight
tracks and then failed to continue with the study (1 for
English, 0 for Italian, 1 for Spanish, 2 for Greek) and
thus almost all the attrition occurred prior to people
naming any tracks at all, suggesting that this step can be
challenging for some.

Third, the percentage of people who did not complete
the study online after having selected their eight tracks
(overall dropout of 54%) indicates that the sustained
nature of listening to and writing about one’s favorite
music also places a demand on participants. From an
ethical perspective of not wanting to bother our partici-
pants at a difficult time, we committed to just one
follow-up email between phases 1 and 2, sent about 2
weeks after phase 1 had been completed if no listening
entries were submitted. Furthermore, we have no knowl-
edge about when exactly those participants who down-
loaded the Word version of the study but did not return
it (95%) dropped out. One final issue to consider is that
we did not have any budget to pay our participants, so
were dependent on intrinsic interest in the study to
recruit and sustain participation. However, given the com-
mitment of time required to complete the tasks and the
reflective nature of the study itself, payment might not
have been desirable as it might have skewed the
outcomes.

One advantage of online modes of delivery is that the
time participants spend on a study can be tracked.
However, given our prior knowledge that the selection
of pieces might take some considerable time, we
advised participants to spend time thinking about their
pieces prior to starting the phase 1 survey, so it is not pos-
sible for us to track the time taken on that task.
Furthermore, looking at the time participants spent
online doing the preparation phase, it is clear that some
people left their browsers open and went on to other
tasks, perhaps interspersing our study with work or
other responsibilities, as the average time taken for
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English participants on the preparation phase was 11 h
26 min. Similarly, the separate listening phase might
have involved people listening and reflecting prior to
accessing the survey, so it is not possible to know
exactly how much time the study took.

Preliminary Results
To date, we have completed a first analytic pass on the
English data. The primary objective of this paper was not
to present results from the research, but a few key points
can be summarized thus far with a focus on the evaluation
of the overall approach. I recruited a team of volunteer
master’s students to work on the data and we completed
an inductive thematic analysis of the responses to the
eight tracks and the justifications for the final choice of
music. Results here focus on the types of response and
other aspects of the data that shed light on the design
and overall approach. All quotes below are either refer-
red to by pseudonyms or participants’ own choice of first
name.

Our analysis highlights at least two different ways of
engaging with the task at hand. One was to provide a
thorough description of the importance of the specific
music chosen, often with reference to other artists,
music history, and the development of various traditions.
For example, Alejandro (male, 42) described memories of
his first track in musical context: “I must have heard this
song for the first time in the ChangesBowie greatest hits
collections but for me it makes much more sense in the
context of the Low album”. Another was to approach
the task with a greater emphasis on the participant’s
own life story and to talk about personal connections
and autobiographical memory. These descriptions often
referred to periods of life, particularly adolescence. For
instance, Sarah (female, 54) made specific reference to
being a teenager in three of her eight choices: “I bought
this single as a teenager”, “it takes me right back to my
teenage years”, and “another one that I listened to end-
lessly as a teenager”.

While the more technical respondents tended to use
more words in their responses, both approaches also tend
to generate a considerable amount of information about
the emotions the music evoked and had evoked. They
included different elements of emotion that resonate with

Juslin’s (2013) proposed mechanisms by which music
evokes emotion. Music was described as evoking memories
of other people but also of places and imagery, such as
“England in times past” (Sarah, female, 54) or “strolling
anxiously through a park in the city” (Alejandro, male,
42). Emotions were often extreme, such as “scary, orgas-
mic, overwhelming, exhilarating” (Alejandro, male, 42),
and often mixed, such as “devastatingly sad, but also so
emotional and hopeful and everything in between” (Julia,
female, 24).

Repetition was key to much of the music chosen for the
study, and music was intertwined with autobiographical
memories as well as having its own personal history. For
instance, Julia (female, 24) talked about a Green Day
song that she first heard as a 14-year old from a recording,
then at a live concert, then sung at a school performance,
summing up with “there are few songs I have this close a
history with”. Phrases such as “obsession” occur through-
out the data, and lyrics are often mentioned as speaking
directly to the participant.

Discovery was a key part of many accounts: participants
recalled how they had first heard of particular music or
artists and who had introduced them. Kiki (female, 39)
summed one of her choices up as “I like it more because
my partner was the one who discovered it for me”.
Participants also referred to knowledge about the music
which had enhanced their appreciation. “Looking for stuff
beyond the more trad things” is how Alejandro (male, 42)
described his encounter with Ornette Coleman. Related to
this, the importance of “proper” appreciation recurred
throughout the data. This seems to reflect an implicit
belief that engaging with music is a serious matter, and
must be carefully justified. These elements are resonant of
the perceived importance of knowing about music
(T. Schäfer & Sedlmeier, 2009).

Of importance for considering the usability of the
toolkit, some participants talked about the difficulties of
making choices. Jackie (female, 49), when asked to
choose her single favorite piece, noted:

“I really struggled to get down to 8 songs—my initial list was
humungous! Choosing just one is almost impossible. Or maybe
actually impossible. For the sake of giving you an answer, I’ll
say… But if you ask me tomorrow, I know I’ll have changed
my mind”.

Table 1. Engagement with the DIY Desert Island Discs research study from April 2020 to April 2021.

Social

media

reach

Social media

engagement

Visits to

website

Started

preparation

Downloaded

Word version

Completed

Word

version

Completed

preparation

online

Completed

all phases

online

Total

completed

English 52,548 8,177 7,386 720 194 11 132 55 66

Italian 83,880 5,067 1,748 95 23 0 22 10 10

Spanish 174,170 51,281 2,822 271 70 2 47 19 21

Greek 60,264 5,701 1,447 188 47 3 60 37 40

Total 370,862 70,226 13,403 1,274 334 16 261 121 137
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From an analytic perspective; however, it was often rel-
atively easy to anticipate which track a participant would
nominate. It was often the first choice on the list of eight,
or the one that contained the most variety of connections.
Some participants were very clear about their final choice
(although of course it is possible that they spent time think-
ing about the question without reporting on their difficulty).
For instance, James (male, 57) summed this up well with
the explanation of his single choice: “for the wealth of asso-
ciations, the comfort of hearing the human voice, and the
sheer beauty of the music”.

Finally, most participants referred to the desert island as
quite a different scenario from the COVID-19 lockdown.
For example, Julia referred to being “lucky” that she was
with her family in lockdown, noting “I suspect I wouldn’t
be in a great place mentally if I was completely on my
own right now”. This question seemed to provide partici-
pants with an opportunity to compare their current situation
to a more extreme one where they were separated from
important friends and family, and where they would not
have access to their creature comforts such as music. Rich
(male, 39) described this well: “Lockdown hasn’t really
been a ‘desert island’ experience for me as (at the
moment at least) I’m healthy, still getting paid and I’ve
got internet access and, perhaps most importantly,
music”. While other participants referred to stress through
being cooped up with family, most of the participants had
a generally positive or adaptive attitude toward the
COVID-19 lockdown which may explain why they contin-
ued through to the end of the study. Furthermore, in answer-
ing this question, several participants highlighted the
importance of music and their memories, which provide
corroboration of the value of music and memory as exem-
plified in the toolkit. Jemma (female, 40) noted that on a
desert island “memories (and the music to help me with
remembering loved ones, etc.) would definitely be very
important”, Becky (female, 47) noted “I’ve always used
music as a coping mechanism … I need music to motivate
and do things … music helps to calm me down and focus”,
and Dave (male, 41) explained how he would handle
isolation:

“If lockdown has been any guide, then my time in isolation
would be reasonable at first before any extremes of emotion
and mental health. However, I have had the luxury of
Zooms, messaging, a great deal of work to occupy my
thoughts, and more quality time with one of my best friends
and my love. The songs chosen would act as good triggers
for memories and feelings, allowing me to reset my self and
(together with my book) maintain my perspectives and
humour.”

Implications from the Case Study
Through reflecting on how I moved this project from a
research idea to a fully-fledged toolkit under COVID-19,
I hope to have illustrated some of the important potential

impacts of music psychology research in a post-2020
world. I bring these points together in this final section.

The first and most obvious point is that it is possible to
continue researching human experiences with music at a
distance. Online techniques make it possible to engage
with participants remotely without ever meeting them.
Many researchers have been gathering data online over
the past 15 years, supported by online research hosting
systems such as Amazon’s Mechanical Turk and Prolific
Academic (Armitage, 2019) and by social media as a way
of promoting studies to a more general audience. These
techniques have allowed researchers to gain access to
very large samples (e.g., over 4,000 adults directly partici-
pated in Bonneville-Roussy et al.’s listening study in 2017).
Such an approach is also suited to more reflective qualita-
tive data, particularly as people are now accustomed to
spending time in front of a computer and blogging or com-
municating through text (cf. van den Tol & Edwards, 2011).
Fully running an in-depth research study online requires a
detailed set of resources, and recommendations include
setting up a comprehensive project website where informa-
tion can be downloaded, video materials to talk directly to
the potential participants to engage them with the study, and
a very tightly curated set of instructions. We worked care-
fully in this project to engage our listeners through these
digital means, and we can assume this is at least in part
responsible for a large amount of public interest in the
project. This reflective study, with its emphasis on memo-
ries of important music over time, lends itself particularly
well to this kind of remote delivery as it allows people
the time to consider their responses and formulate their
words more carefully than would be possible in a live situa-
tion. Unlike a one-off survey, the repeated engagement that
we designed favored those with the time to undertake an
extended piece of reflection, and as noted earlier,
COVID-19 added a host of additional pressures to the
pool of prospective participants when comparing initial
interest with final completion rates. Nonetheless, we were
able to gain a rich sample from well over a 100 participants,
which compares favorably with the small numbers typical
of reflective forms of data collection (e.g., 7 interviews in
Stewart et al., 2019; 21 interviews in Saarikallio, 2011;
27 online interviews in Hird & North, 2021).

The second important point is that research, especially in
times of crisis when pressure is greater on individuals, is
best done through collaboration. Careful discussion with a
team about the practicalities and the demands being
placed on participants is a very helpful step in getting a
project like this off the ground. To give just one example,
we spent time in each language team reviewing the tone
of the messages embedded in the research, trying to strike
a balance between appropriate formality and a sense of
human interaction. For each translated version, this also
included a discussion about which form of address to use
throughout (e.g., informal “tú” versus formal “usted” in
Spanish). Our eventual decision in each case was to
address participants formally at the outset when they were
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being recruited, but to engage them in the individual
follow-up messages and in the study itself in an informal
manner to encourage an online interaction and to mirror
what would happen if we had the opportunity to meet and
get to know participants over time. Collaboration is also
an excellent way to make progress in the absence of sub-
stantial funding to support research. As noted earlier,
I am currently working with four master’s students in psy-
chology on a detailed inductive thematic analysis of the
English data from this project, while each language team
is also working on their own analysis with help from volun-
teers and students. In addition, a diversity of approaches
and of disciplines can enrich a project. In their review,
HEFCE (2015) concluded that the research which under-
pins societal impact is typically multidisciplinary, and that
the social benefits are multi-impactful. Our team includes
specialists in memory, emotion, education, music analysis,
and technology. We bring a wealth of approaches to our
analysis and interpretation which reflect our diverse
research angles on this topic, and I have no doubt that
this will strengthen the outcomes of this and future work
as well as enhancing its impact.

The third important point is to always bear participants
in mind, and to consider how taking part in research can
make a difference to them. Research has already illustrated
the power of reactivity in music studies; van Goethem and
Sloboda (2011) found their participants were far more
aware of the role music played in emotion regulation after
completing a weekly diary. Taking part in research that
involves in-depth qualitative data are well recognized as
being an enriching experience for respondents, but can
sometimes be even more profound and life changing. For
instance, Husband (2020) found interviews with experi-
enced lecturers in adult education led the respondents to
renew their interest and engagement in professional learn-
ing. To encourage members of the public to engage in
research that requires a lot from them, it is important that
they should be able to see the benefits. We designed and
promoted the study based on good research evidence that
this reminiscence might serve as a form of self-therapy,
taking us beyond Level 1 concerns about ethical principles
to Level 3 in terms of benefit. The value of this is demon-
strated in the comments within the music responses of a
wealth of positive memories. Our participants also explic-
itly noted the value of the experience for their own personal
insight explicitly; for example, Jackie (49, female) summed
up by commenting “I now have whole new insights into
myself!”. This data will serve as an important proof of
concept for future rounds of recruitment and for similar
studies.

This returns to the recurring theme of impact. Our next
steps in this project are to develop the toolkit further into
a resource that can be used in a range of settings over
extended time periods. Beginning from a reflection on
favorite pieces of music, participants would be guided
to broaden out their choices into playlists that could
serve different applied functions (e.g., energizing,

concentration, inducing positive emotions). This would
be not only of immediate personal benefit to the partici-
pants themselves in giving them a tailored way to
access musical memories that might be long forgotten,
but would also provide a way for those working in
applied settings to access their own clients’ musical auto-
biographies so that they can also harness the power of
music for different practical outcomes. This provides com-
plementary evidence to that gained by more structured
music therapy protocols such as that by Gerdner (2012),
and might help address the difficulties of gaining individ-
ualized information about preferred music in such set-
tings, as noted by Garrido et al. (2020). Reminiscence is
one such powerful outcome: one of our participants
noted that his Desert Island Discs would also probably
be useful for his family in planning his funeral, and the
idea of creating a musical legacy is one that merits
further exploration. This places the research firmly at
Level 4 in terms of a project that is designed with core
values of benefiting society and the ability to feedback
the outcomes to different targeted groups.

What Can You Do?
Sloboda mapped his own research life story onto his levels
of social engagement (2005a) in organizing the book in
which these ideas were articulated (2005b). As befits his
position toward the end of an academic career in music psy-
chology, the tone is one of wisdom, reminiscent of
Erikson’s life stage model of development (1982): when
looking back on one’s life, one hopes to reach an evaluation
that this life has been worthwhile. Sloboda acknowledged
that not every researcher at every point in their career
may be able to address questions from the final level of
moral value, but implied that this is something worth striv-
ing for across an academic career path. In this final section,
I challenge some of these assumptions and highlight some
key features of contemporary impactful research in music
psychology.

The recent shifts toward impact and applicability in
research, in my view, have meant that engagement at
Sloboda’s levels no longer necessarily reflects a linear
trajectory across an individual’s career. In one sense,
early career researchers are focused on learning, applying
and—importantly—developing the norms of research. As
Farnham et al. (2017) note, “early career researchers have
the least commitment toward professional hierarchy and
are highly involved in data collection and analysis …
young researchers are the key for change”. In music psy-
chology early career researchers are often found at the
vanguard of new techniques and approaches, holding
more established scholars to account in relation to
issues such as open science and reproducibility as well
as advances in programming and online experiments
(e.g., Harrison, 2020; Jensenius & Lieungh, 2020,
Neuwirth et al., 2018). This fits with Level 1 impact as
Sloboda outlined, as well as providing the potential for
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a more diverse reach in terms of access to participants,
collaboration with other researchers, and higher levels
of external impact.

Furthermore, early career researchers often also begin
with a very strong sense of conviction about the value of
the work they do. Many doctoral projects in music psy-
chology in the 2010s and 2020s are also tackling impor-
tant and highly applicable research questions, working
closely with beneficiaries; to give some selective exam-
ples, these include projects on music in care homes,
health promotion in music teaching, music careers, the
use of music to support exercise, and rehabilitation
from a range of health-related conditions including
Parkinson’s disease and stroke. These important topics
also seem to reflect Level 4 impact in terms of being
driven not only by applicability but by morally guided
and socially significant topics.

For any research to have impact, it must reach those who
need to hear about it. Even the best-designed projects
working on areas of societal need cannot change anything
if nobody knows about them. We have an obligation to con-
sider how best to get our findings out and again collabora-
tion and cooperation, multidisciplinary audiences, and
multiple approaches are likely to be effective. We need to
find ways to talk to different audiences, particularly
outside academia, and mentors and assessors would also
benefit from considering all the levels of potential impact
while advising and reviewing others’ work at every stage
of career development so that findings can reach a wide
audience.

Under COVID-19, research, in general, has needed to
become more creative. The ethical challenges outlined
here will continue to apply as we move out of a global pan-
demic, and the sharpened focus many of us have gained
through the pandemic will serve the research field well.
My final thought is that value should not only be measured
externally. Positioning ourselves within the wider context
of scientific endeavor and being cognizant of external pres-
sures and strategies that might best serve them is of course
necessary. However, I believe holding firm to our own per-
sonal values, drawing on and developing our own experi-
ence rather than shifting direction with each new trend, is
a way we can use our skills wisely to further the field of
music psychology research. Acknowledging our own
limits is also important, particularly for academic research-
ers who are working in precarious conditions or with
increased external pressures of all kinds. This brings me
back to the vital importance of collaboration. Working
with others helps us progress. For instance, the large inter-
national MUSICOVID network currently involving 412
researchers from around the world has shaped projects
such as the crowd-sourced database of “coronamusic” by
Hansen et al. (2021a), where nearly 800 video and media
sources were gathered from network members and
members of the public and analyzed by a team from six dif-
ferent institutions. Similarly, music psychologists and eth-
nomusicologists have recently come together to undertake

cross-cultural work which also contributes to the reproduci-
bility agenda at Sloboda’s Level 1 (e.g., Jacoby et al., 2020;
Savage et al., 2021). If we work effectively together in
small or large groups, bringing our own strengths and per-
spectives to common and impactful goals, music psychol-
ogy can continue to flourish in the uncertain conditions
ahead.
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Note
1. The considerable impact of music performing is also very

apparent, as evidenced by the often-spontaneous expressions
of musical togetherness during lockdown through singing
and playing on balconies and streets across the world
(Hansen et al., 2021a), but remains outside the scope of this
paper.
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